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The Mighty Mountain of Theornin

“Now, what I want you to do is spell them off. Or just keep them from getting bigger.” Astra held her breath. Didn’t matter how good a plan was, if some adult didn’t approve of it.

Sure enough, Wizard Jorphen said, “No.”

She slammed her fist on the heavy, black-wood table, which made the dishes rattle but didn’t move the table one bit. He was looking up at her all steady and serious. His dirty, dark blue robe sparkled with stars; as she looked, she thought she saw one twinkle and slide over the skinny bone at the top of his shoulder. He had big blue eyes and yellow hair and a fake beard that was coming loose again.

“Then make me a boy so I can grow up to be a man, and they can all quit bothering me. I don’t want to learn how to cook or clean up after people. I don’t want to go out in the fields and dig and hoe and pull weeds and get the sun in my eyes and the bugs in my throat. I want to go to Newmarket and steal for a living. Why don’t anybody believe me when I say I’ll send money back?”

“No,” he said.

She hit the table again, but this time the whole house shook around them, and she had to grab the table to stay steady. They’d been having a lot of earthquakes lately, the first ever in the history of Theornin village. The old clay jar at the end of the Wizard Jorphen’s bookshelf started to tip off the side of the shelf, right over his head. She jumped up so her foot was on the table and hit the pot away from his head. The jar smashed against the stone wall, busted-up clay flying everywhere.

Astra stood on the table and braced the row of books before they could slide off. “I told you not to sit there. Now can we take the books down?”

Wizard Jorphen ignored her and crouched down on the floor next to where the jar had smashed. Astra started taking books off the shelf and dropping them on the one clear spot on the table, in a stack. He was just lucky his dirty dishes hadn’t slid off the table, was all. He was running out of dishes. At least she’d put all the jars in the cellar were on the floor, so they should be all right. She should of just said she wasn’t going to work for him anymore, last time she’d paid off all the favors he’d done her. He was so stubborn. He could find someone else to do chores for him. And be his friend.

“You could have just caught it.” He picked up a few of the larger pieces. “Now I’ll have to make time to fix it.”

“Why? There wasn’t anything in it, and it was ugly as a snake.”

He sighed. “I was going to put something in it. Someday.”

“Well, at least leave these books on the table ‘till the earthquakes are over, all right?”

He twisted around, a stack of jar pieces in one hand that he set on the table. He blinked and swayed on his dirty knees. 

“Your eyes are real red,” she said. “Are you sick?”

“Just tired. The earthquakes aren’t going to stop, Astra. A mountain is growing under our village.”

She blinked. A mountain? Mountains grew? “When’ll it be over?” 

“Never. Theornin will either have to move or slide down the mountain.”

Astra dropped the last book on the stack; the shutters were open to the warm afternoon, and the air sparkled with dust that she’d kicked up. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“Because the council asked me not to tell anybody.”

Astra kicked the wall, then jumped off the heavy chair. “I’ll go run and tell Ma, and then I’ll come back and help you get packed.”

He pushed himself up by his knees and brushed his hands across the stains on his robe. “It’s not that simple. The council wants me to stop the mountain from growing.”

Astra’s mouth fell open, and shivers ran from the top of her head to the bottoms of her feet. “You can do that? You can stop a mountain from growing, and you won’t stop me from turning all womany?”

He snorted. “Of course I can, if it doesn’t kill me. Which it probably will. And the answer is still no.”

She made a face at him, mouth wide and tongue out. “I don’t know how they can ask you to do that, then,” she said. “The village isn’t that important. Not worth being dead over.”

“Because they’re convinced that I’m exaggerating so I won’t have to do it.”

She sighed. Wizard Jorphen did try to get out of doing just about any kind of magic, because he was scared it would go wrong. Well, she’d seen what it was like when magic went wrong, and it was terrible, so she knew he was right to be scared, but she could understand somebody trying to boss him into it, too. “I told you not to be such a coward all the time, didn’t I? Well, I suppose you better start packing anyway then, so you can get out of here before they catch you. Put the stuff you want to take on the table, only what a horse can carry. You’ll have to ride fast. If you want me to try to sneak some stuff out with my folks when we leave, put it down by the cellar door, and I’ll load up whatever we can carry.”

Wizard Jorphen shook his head. “I’m going to try to do it. Stop the mountain from growing.”

“But why?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Like you said, I can’t be a coward all the time.”

“That’s stupid,” she said. “Sometimes it’s smart to be a coward. Why do you have to do things the opposite of what’s the smart thing to do? Why’s the mountain growing, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Maybe it’s supposed to be there and you shouldn’t mess with it.”

He shrugged. “Tell that to the council.”

***

“Ma,” Astra called through the front door, “I’m going to talk to Ser Chornen.”

The house sounded empty; maybe Ma wasn’t home. Astra picked up her pack and looked through it: her stolen knife would be good to have, but she probably didn’t need those feathers or the rock with the hole in it, though. She tossed the feathers outside the door and held the rock up to the light. Wizard Jorphen had said there wasn’t anything magical about the rock, but she liked it anyway. Maybe she’d put it on a piece of leather around her neck. One pretty thing couldn’t hurt, as long as she saved the rest of the room for clothes and food and string and a couple of Da’s old fishhooks. She’d have to think about what else. She wasn’t prepared to run away at the moment. She was getting soft around Wizard Jorphen. He was too nice to her, made her not feel like running away all the time.

Suddenly her arm was in a hard grip, and she looked up to see her mother’s eyes practically on fire with glaring at her. “You’re what? You are not going to steal from a councilmember’s house, Astra.”

“I wasn’t!” She twisted around until her arm was jerked out of her mother’s grasp, then took a step backward, putting the pack in between her and Ma. 

“And you aren’t going to go complain about that boy, either.”

Astra gritted her teeth. “I’m going to complain about Mohim all I want.”

“Astra!” Her mother raised her hand as though to hit her, but they both knew that hitting her never worked, no matter how many times Ma tried it. Astra just wished Ma would get it over with, so she could get on with going to Ser Chornen’s house. After a moment, Ma lowered her hand.

“And anyway I’m not going because of that, either,” Astra said. “I’m going because Wizard Jorphen said there was a mountain growing under the town that’s causing all the earthquakes and that he was going to try to stop it. But I don’t think he can, so pack up our stuff, cause we’ll have to leave real soon.”

“I told you not to go over there,” her Ma said.

“Just you try to stop me,” Astra said. 

“You’re no magician’s apprentice,” her mother sneered. 

“I ain’t his apprentice.” She paused. “He ain’t teaching me anything except how to be extra stubborn.”

“You have better things to do with your life!”

Astra stepped to the side and back, toward the door. “Like what, Ma? Bending over in a field? Keeping house for somebody who bends over in a field? Or maybe a wagon driver like Da?”

“Astra!” her mother shouted, but she was already out the door with her nearly-empty pack, running along the dirt road to Ser Chornen’s house.

***

The pack across her shoulders, Astra knocked on Ser Chornen’s door until Dam Chornen opened it. “Astra,” she said pleasantly. “Running away from home again?”

“Nah,” Astra said. “Only little kids do that. I came to talk to Ser Chornen.”

“If it’s about Mohim—I’m so sorry, Astra. I’ve talked to him, and he’s had a beating. He’ll come apologize to you after he’s calmed down.”

Astra grinned, then swallowed it deep, hoping Dam Chornen hadn’t noticed. “That ain’t it. I’m here to talk about Wizard Jorphen. He told me something he probably shouldn’t have. About the mountain.”

“Oh,” Dam Chornen said. “Come in and have some tea. I’ll see if my husband can talk to you for a few minutes.”

A moment later, Astra was sitting at a table with a mug of yellow-flower tea between her hands. She had to admit it wasn’t 
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